J ane Parker-Conrad, PhD, RN, FAAOHN, is in the first group of Fellows in the American Association of Occupational Health Nurses (AAOHN). She has an international consulting practice based in Tennessee.
Lukes: Jane, congratulations on being among the first group of Fellows of the AAOHN. Please tell us about your background in occupational health nursing.
Parker-Conrad: Thank you, Eileen. It is a special privilege to be one of the first AAOHN Fellows selected for this prestigious award. I have been in the occupational health nursing field for 25 years. My first position was as a joint school and employee health nurse, which I loved. From there, I returned to school for my bachelor's and master's degrees in nursing and, after teaching undergraduate nursing for a few years, decided my heart was in preventive health issues and shortly focused on occupational health as my specialty. In addition to directing their occupational health graduate nursing program, I provided consultation to various businesses and to individual nurses and served on numerous state, national, and international committees.
Finally, I have returned to part time consulting, in joint practice with my husband who is an occupational health physician, and we are enjoying sharing our skills and expertise gained over many years with others.
Lukes: Why did you become an occupational health nurse?
Parker-Conrad: The short
answer is "prevention, prevention, prevention." I had worked in staff nursing with a lot of cerebrovascular (stroke) patients and persons who had been in accidents. Work in rehabilitation nursing, which I taught for more than 2 years, really made me focus on the need for nurses to work in areas to prevent serious accidents and illnesses. Finally, it became a personal issue. I contracted hepatitis while teaching nursing in a hospital. Then, I suppose, it became a mission to focus my career on helping others to become and stay healthy both physically and mentally.
Lukes: You have had a varied career in occupational health nursing. How has the profession changed during your career?
Parker-Conrad: I became active
in this field in the mid 1970s when the focus was on "education of the worker and the employer," which followed the passage of the 1970
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OSHA Act. In the 1980s, the occupational health nurse's role began to highlight prevention in the workplace both for work related and personal health issues. This was partially driven by the rising cost of workers' compensation and personal health insurance. However, I would also like to think the focus changed because leaders in occupational health nursing began to document the tremendous benefits for both the company and employees when preventive programs are implemented.
Since the mid-I 990s, there has been a tremendous push toward both managed care and case management programs in business and industry. These initiatives have had both a positive and a negative impact on nurses' roles. In my opinion, the national trend toward downsizing, outsourcing, and cost cutting in all areas of business has had a greater impact on nursing care than any other single item in the past 2 decades.
Nurses are being outsourced or positions [are being] eliminated just to reduce head counts, despite evidence that their services save money, produce great results, return employees to work faster, and prevent major illnesses and personal catastrophes on the job and at home. I am optimistic this trend will reverse in the not too distant future. At this time, however, it is a factor occupational health nurses need to consider in their professional careers and in their day to day care and work with their clients.
Lukes: What did it take for you to become an international consultant in occupational health nursing? What knowledge, skills, or experience are necessary for that role? During my tenure at the University of Illinois College of Nursing, I became Chair of the committee that was establishing a new Office for International Nursing. When the first Director retired, I was asked to serve as Acting Dean for the International Nursing Office during their search for a permanent replacement-a commitment that lasted for almost a year and a half.
Parker-Conrad:
During this time, I was able to take two important international trips. A trip to Brazil was funded by and had program directors from the Kellogg Foundation. This travel focused on primary health care in developing countries, and we met with health care providers and government officials from Rio de Janeiro to areas close to the Amazon River. The second "adventure" was a trip to Israel that included participation at an international nurses association conference. I also worked with the World Health Organization (WHO) and the International Council of Nurses (ICN) office in Switzerland and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) which has offices in Washington, DC, on several projects. While I was Acting Dean of International Nursing at the University of Illinois, we submitted the first proposal to the WHO, which resulted in the College becoming designated a WHO Collaborating Centre for Primary Health Care Nursing, the first in the United States. These experiences, and many others, helped to keep me focused on the need for preventive health and of the importance of occupational health as my clinical practice area.
Lukes: What advice would you
give to a nurse who is new to the field of occupational health nursing?
Parker-Conrad: Run, don't walk! No seriously, important characteristics for an occupational health nurse include: graduation from a great undergraduate nursing program; post-graduation medical, surgical, and public health nursing experience; knowledge, experience, and interest in client education and counseling; and the desire to be a life long learner is absolutely essential. Occupational health nurses need to pursue a graduate program or take continuing education courses in occupational health and safety laws, industrial hygiene, and toxicology; business and management courses that address budgeting, leadership, and insurance issues; and learn about the various resources for and roles of occupational health nursing. It is essential to become active in professional associations, particularly the AAOHN and the ANA. [It is important to] volunteer for committees in these organizations, which will help [nurses] to become knowledgeable about current issues and will provide future networking opportunities.
The real key is involvement, motivation, curiosity, and the love of working with people. Occupational health nursing is still the most interesting and promising specialty in nursing because it provides the opportunity to work with large groups of working adults, teaching them how to keep themselves healthy and how to work safely. All of these encounters have an impact on their families and, thus, the community at large. Never underestimate the ripple NOVEMBER 1999,VOL. 47, NO. 11 INTERVIEW effect and power of one positive encounter or educational program on the health of the individual, the family, the business, the community, and thus, the world. Nurses, especially occupational health nurses, do make a difference.
give to experienced occupational health nurses who are looking for a career boost?
Parker-Conrad:
Occupational health nursing offers a variety of opportunities ranging from direct nursing service, supervision, program management, worker education, and even nursing education and research. In addition, the nursing role changes with each business [or] position because of the location, personnel, job hazards, and management philosophy which create variety and challenge. If one is a risk taker or an entrepreneur and has some business savvy, there is a need for nurses to open their own storefront nursing agencies for small businesses who are unable to provide full time occupational health nursing services for their employees. Often taking a related graduate course, working with a university program on a research project, serving as a mentor for an undergraduate nursing student, or even writing an article about your program or interest area provides added new stimulus to a dragging career and helps one to focus on the joys of working in this specialty. Sometimes it even wise to review other job opportunities just to compare these jobs with your own. It may help you decide where your strengths and weaknesses are, what you want to focus on in your current or in another position, or it may help you determine that your current job is not so bad and may have a lot of growth potential. It may be beneficial to talk with a trusted colleague or vocational counselor to obtain some insight into career opportunities which will be tailored to you at this stage of your life and career.
Lukes: What do you see as the future of occupational health nursing?
Parker-Conrad: Occupational health nurses have become very good at adapting to change over the years. Part of the frustration, but also part of the challenge in this field, is finding new and better ways to do the same job. Over the years we have shifted our focus and our image, I hope, from the occupational health nurse who spent time doing first aid and nonprofessional activities to an image of one who is professional; respected by peers, supervisors, and clients; and very, very intelligent.
I believe the 21st century will bring with it the need for a bachelor's degree in nursing as a minimum requirement for any supervisory position or for any job in which the occupational health nurse is working independently, such as in a one nurse unit. Graduate degrees will continue to become more common and will be a ticket for higher level corporate nurse positions, consultants, and nurse practitioners. All undergraduate nursing programs will include occupational health nursing in their curriculum and most will offer occupational health nursing settings as a clinical option. Nurses already are having a great deal of influence on state and national legislation and poliey development. If they remain politically informed and active, this involvement could have a great impact on the future of occupational health nursing and the health services we provide. Our efforts will expand in the international arena as the global business world increasingly calls on occupational health nurses to provide educational programs and consultation related to health care around the world.
